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Abstract
The study of context-based leadership practices has gained currency during the last decade. This
study aims to complement the recent efforts of researchers in identifying the context-based
leadership practices of successful school leaders, and deliberating how these practices are
enacted within their own unique contexts. An in-depth case study was conducted in a successful
school in northern Malaysia using a combination of case study methods and grounded theory.
Case study methods were used for data collection from multiple sources, employing a semi-
structured interview protocol derived from the one used in several studies conducted under the
International Successful School Principalship Project. The findings of the case study reveal that
strong interpersonal skills, people-centered leadership, clear communication of vision and goal,
focus on academic achievement, co-curricular activities, developing people and creating a pos-
itive work environment are all vital constituents of successful leadership. The findings will
attempt to add to the scant literature on context-based leadership practices from Malaysia.
Implications for practice can be drawn for policymakers, who must resist overreliance on
borrowed leadership models, while practitioners need to prioritize their practices based upon
the contextual requirements to succeed.
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Introduction
During the last couple of decades, educational leadership has grown out of its simplistic yet
glorified notion of being termed as ‘the romance of leadership’ (Meindl et al., 1985), to the
realization of its complex, nonlinear and multilevel nature (Morrison, 2002). It has been studied
in a variety of ways, in a variety of settings, and several comprehensive systematic reviews of the
findings on educational leadership are available on the basis of leadership styles (Cotton, 2003),
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behavior (Rice, 2010), competencies (Caroll et al., 2008; Northouse, 2012), effectiveness (Branch
et al., 2013), success (Day and Leithwood, 2007; Wilson, 2011) and student achievement
(Hallinger and Heck, 1996). A study conducted by researchers from the University of Minnesota
and the University of Toronto in 2010 found that, besides instruction, leadership was the second
most influential factor in enhancing student learning with a significant amount of its indirect
effects (Seashore Louis et al., 2010). It is astounding, then, that with such an extensive amount
of empirical evidence scholars are yet to agree upon a ‘one size fits all’ formula for school leaders
that assures success. Either this, or there indeed is no single leadership model that can be consid-
ered as universal. The absence of socio-economic, socio-political and other similar contexts from
the educational leadership literature until a decade ago is a clear indicator that context has not been
given due consideration (Bajunid, 1996; Walker and Dimmock, 2002). During the last decade and
a half, with global attention emphasizing educational leadership practices, the shortcomings of
theoretical models that omitted the differences in leadership practice across contextual settings
have come to the fore (Dimmock, 2002; Hallinger and Heck, 1996; Hofstede, 2001; Walker and
Dimmock, 2002). Schools operate in their own unique contexts and differ in terms of location,
organizational culture, beliefs and practices, demographics and political environment. Govern-
mental agencies responsible for school policies and leadership development often rely upon
established leadership models and practices that are mostly developed in Western contexts. How-
ever, the adequacy of applying leadership practices and models which are borrowed from pre-
dominantly Western contexts into a non-Western context becomes dubious, and scholars have
warned us of its futility (Hallinger and Heck, 1996; Hofstede, 2001; Walker and Dimmock, 2002).
Leithwood et al. (2004: 10) claim that:
There is a rich body of evidence about the relevance to leaders of such features of organizational
context as geographic location (urban, suburban, rural), level of schooling (elementary, secondary),
and both school and district size.
A successful school principal responds to his own unique contextual demands and prioritizes his
practices according to the contextual requirements (Goldring et al., 2008; Grint, 2005).
Context-based leadership practices
Research on successful school principals’ context-based practices has gained momentum during
the last decade. Grint (2005: 1467), while acknowledging the role of context in the success of a
school, claims that ‘ . . . successful leaders are those who respond most appropriately to the
demands of the specific situation.’ Contexts are unique to schools and are thus highly variable
between schools, even within the same geographic location. Bush and Middlewood (2013: 8) claim
that ‘It is also unwise to assume that educational problems are the same within countries let alone
between them.’ A range of contextual factors affect schools within a country as well as across
countries, such as location, background history, stage of development, leadership structure, the
instructional program, staff competence and professional disposition, diversity of student popula-
tion, available resources and school culture (Johnson et al., 2008). Although all schools in
Malaysia are centralized under the Ministry of Education, they operate under different contextual
factors depending upon their geographical location, student diversity, size and available resources.
According to Gurr (2015), the International Successful School Principalship Project (ISSPP)
has so far conducted more than 100 case studies in more than 20 countries and published over
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100 research papers, a number of books, and has published seven special issues on the report of
their findings in reputable journals (e.g. Akkary, 2014; Gurr et al., 2005, 2010; Leithwood et al.,
2010; Papa and English, 2011). The findings of these case studies overwhelmingly demonstrate
that successful school leaders align their leadership practices with their own unique contextual
requirements, which are the part of a larger national context (Leithwood et al., 2010; Moos and
Johansson, 2009; Moos et al., 2011; Murakami-Ramalho et al., 2010). Although ISSPP studies
have not been conducted in Malaysian schools so far, considering the immense diversity among
Malaysian schools, their findings are still relevant to Malaysia. The ISSPP findings from around
the world demonstrate that the successful practices of school principals show elements of several
established leadership models which are enacted in response to individual contexts (Gurr, 2015),
and which might be true for Malaysian schools as well. Chinese principals, for example, succeeded
by focusing on a declining teaching and learning process to improve it through compassion and
sensitivity while creating a sense of high expectations for all (Wong, 2005), while successful
principals in England utilized their own value systems to adjust to the situations in their struggling
schools (Day, 2005). In Norway, the successful principals employed the moral aspects of teaching
and learning (Møller et al., 2005), while the successful principals in Sweden, when faced with low
academic performance in their schools, worked towards creating a learning culture in their schools
by establishing a robust learning structure (Höög et al., 2005). The study of the successful princi-
pals of 14 Australian schools demonstrated a high level of personal integrity, sensitivity and
appropriate adjustments to their own local contexts in order to create a high level of expectations
and a conducive learning environment in their schools (Gurr et al., 2010), while in Cyprus, the
personal qualities and use of effective strategies brought success for the five successful principals
that were studied (Pashiardis et al., 2011).
Three successful case studies from Indonesia, which were based upon ISSPP methodology,
clearly demonstrated that although the schools worked under the same national guidelines, the
successful principals, while confirming a number of core leadership practices, showed clear
differences in their approaches in practice and yet were successful (Raihani, 2008). Similarly, the
successful principals of two individual case studies in The Netherlands followed different point of
views towards change; one was focused on creating a world-class special school through innova-
tive ways of improvement and change, while the other focused on consolidation while resisting
further changes (Moos et al., 2011).
The above findings clearly demonstrate that different principals, even ones working within the
same geopolitical contexts, tread different paths in response to their environment, and yet are
successful through their context-based leadership practices.
The Malaysian context
Although the Malaysian government spends a significant amount of money on education, the
results of the ‘Programme for International Student Assessment’ (PISA) and ‘Trends in Interna-
tional Mathematics and Science Study’ (TIMSS) have clearly demonstrated that Malaysian stu-
dents are not only underachieving but also losing ground significantly. Malaysian aspiration to be a
developed nation by 2020 is threatened due to the lowering of educational attainment, since low
achievement impedes the availability of a skilled workforce to participate in the nation-building
agenda of the government.
Alarmed by the declining results, the government has announced a number of reforms and
schemes; however, there are no significant positive results so far. Improving school leadership and
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employing high-performing school leaders to support struggling schools is among its major prio-
rities (Malaysian Education Blueprint, 2013). Despite ample empirical evidence of the positive
direct and indirect impact of school leadership practices on student achievement in other parts of
the world, the insufficiency of empirical studies in Malaysia is surprising. Thus there is a risk of
overdependence on ‘borrowed’ Western leadership models which do not necessarily fit the
local context.
Malaysia is a multicultural nation with 29 million people consisting of Bumiputras, Chinese,
Indians, and others. According to the 2010 census, a large majority of the citizens follow Islam
while significant numbers follow Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, and other Chinese religions
(Government of Malaysia, 2014). Bahasa Melayu is the official language, which is spoken by a
large majority of Malaysians; however, Cantonese, Mandarin, Hokkien, Hakka, Hainanese,
Fuzhou, and Tamil, as well as Thai, are also widely spoken (Department of Statistics Malaysia,
2014). With such a diverse population, each school has its own distinct socio-cultural identity and
contextual environment which requires practices that respond to them directly. As the empirical
evidence of the context-based practices of successful school principals from around the world is
enriching the school leadership literature, there is an urgent need for similar studies to be carried
out for Malaysian context as well.
Methodology
This study was conducted to identify the core leadership practices of a successful school principal
in Malaysia and identify the ways in which these practices are enacted in accordance with the
school’s own unique context. Since the ontological assumption of this study was that the practices
of successful principals vary according to their own contexts, a quantitative response would not
have been able to acquire a real snapshot of the practices of the principal, or the philosophy behind
these practices and how the practices are enacted as a routine. A qualitative approach was best
suited since the primary objective of this research was to gain understanding about what and how
successful principals practice leadership roles in their respective contexts. Keeping in view the
research topic, the literature review and the available research methodologies, the researchers
determined that a basic case study design would enable in-depth exploration of the context-
based practices of the successful principal, while grounded theory could be used for in-depth
analysis of the data collected in the case study.
Case study is appropriate for studying a ‘contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context,
especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not clearly evident’ (Yin,
2003: 13). It is widely used in studies which aim to answer ‘how’ questions (Yin, 2009). Data
collection in a case study can be carried out in a number of ways and from a variety of sources
(Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003). All the above characteristics fit the requirements of the current study that
requires multiple data collection sources in multiple ways. Yin (1994: 102) claims that analysis is
‘one of the least developed and the most difficult aspects of doing case studies.’ Although case
study methods have weaknesses in data analysis (Yin, 2003), they overcome this weakness by
allowing any number of data analysis methods, which include the constant-comparative method of
grounded theory (Merriam, 1998). Grounded theory is a well-established analytical method capa-
ble of generating substantive theories (Charmaz, 2000, 2006; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Grounded
theory encourages researchers to be ‘flexible’ and ‘open to helpful criticism’ (Strauss and Corbin,
1998: 5), while displaying creativity and the skill for interpreting the context and the claims
(Strauss and Corbin, 1998).
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Therefore, this research employed case study methods for collecting data, while data analysis
was carried out using methods derived from grounded theory for data analysis, which enabled us to
extract maximum benefit from the two methods.
The site selection criteria were similar to the one used in several recent studies (e.g. Gurr et al.,
2005; Klar and Brewer, 2013; Pashiardis et al., 2011), which was as follows.
1. The school is headed by a principal who has been designated as a successful principal by
the Ministry of Education, Malaysia.
2. The school has shown quantifiable progress under the current principal, backed up by
concrete data from the education office.
3. The successful principal has worked for at least three years in the same school.
Thus the current site was chosen from a shortlist of schools provided by the Ministry of
Education, Malaysia that fit the criteria. The school, under the leadership of the current principal,
has moved up from an average Band 5 School to Band 3, and is expected to be a Band 2 school
soon since, according to the principal, the school is close to meeting all the requirements of being
a Band 2 school. The Ministry of Education, Malaysia rates its schools from Band 1 to Band 7,
with Band 1 being a top-performing school and Band 7 being the worst-performing school
(Malaysian Education Blueprint, 2013: 44). The school band is determined by a composite score
which is calculated on the basis of academic achievement, co-curricular activities, quality of
leadership and management, school climate, and some other aspects of school set by the Ministry
of Education, Malaysia. The data were collected using a variety of methods and from different
sources using a protocol based upon the one used in several ISSPP studies (Gurr et al., 2005; Klar
and Brewer, 2013; Pashiardis et al., 2011). This included individual interviews with the principal
Mr Arif, a member of the leadership team (referred to as ‘administrator’) along with interviews
with three parents, three students and three teachers. The principal was observed in action for
few hours on three different days and times, along with observation of the various aspects of
school life such as welcoming students in the morning, school assemblies, and the principal
conducting a staff meeting. Review of documents such as the school handbook, student achieve-
ment data and its analysis, marketing materials and notice boards was undertaken, while infor-
mation from the education department about the school and the principal was collected and field
notes were maintained.
Each respondent was at the school for at least four years. The use of multiple sources for data
collection was based upon suggestions made by Denzin (1978) and Patton (1999, 2001), who
advised that the trustworthiness of qualitative data can be achieved through data collection using
multiple sources, which leads to a better understanding.
The audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed and the data, along with the field
notes, journal entries and observation notes, were analyzed concurrently. The data were first
analyzed individually, and then a codebook of common themes was developed which was
updated throughout the coding process (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Saldaña, 2009). The coding
and classifying of convergence and divergence in data analysis facilitated the use of inductive
and deductive analysis, which led to the emergence of themes and categories. Inductive analysis
of the case narratives was carried out to discover themes and patterns, while deductive analysis
of these themes and patterns answered the research questions. Member check was carried out to
provide participants an opportunity to check for accuracy and verify interpretations. The trust-
worthiness of this study follows the widely used constructs proposed by Guba and Lincoln
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(1982), wherein methodological approaches for establishing qualitative rigor such as member
checks in coding, audit trail, categorizing, negative case analysis, structural substantiation, and
referential material adequacy were used.
Findings
While reporting the findings, to provide assurance of confidentiality and anonymity, all real names
have been replaced by pseudonyms. The principal, Mr Arif was transferred to his current school,
SMKSchool, three years ago. SMKSchool is located in the capital city of one of the large states in
northern Malaysia. The school has more than 800 students with 92 teachers and non-teaching staff
members. Upon his arrival, he found the school languishing at band 5 with no significant improve-
ment in previous years. All the three teachers interviewed claimed that the staff was demotivated
and groupism was rife, while a majority of the teachers, students, parents and the administrator
claimed that students were known for their undisciplined behavior and academic achievement was
below average. Under these contextual factors, within a relatively short period of three years, the
principal was able to raise the standards of the school to a Band 3 level school. In this section, we
present the main findings from the data analysis, discussing the school context, the seven core
leadership practices that emerged and how he enacted these practices in response to his own unique
school context.
Providing vision and specific goals for the school
Goal setting has been found to be one of the key dimensions of success for a successful school
leader (Leithwood et al., 2008; Robinson et al., 2009). Successful leaders set realistic goals for
their schools and effectively communicate them to the stakeholders in order to acquire collective
commitment to achieve them (Robinson et al., 2009).
Principal Arif, upon his arrival, quickly realized that the school lacked direction in terms of
vision and was operating without concrete goals. Thus, he articulated the importance of having
specific goals for everyone in the school so that the school can move forward:
I let the teachers know that we must move from lowest rank to the higher rank. It is quite embarrassing
because this school is alright (in terms of location and socio-economy). There is no point if we just do
our work without achieving something and no progress at all.
Since the school was at Band 5 at that point of time, he quantified ‘achieving something’, and
‘progress’ into specifics for each teacher and staff member:
. . . our current level is band 5. So how are we going to get on to band 4? What is the score for Band
4? . . . Now we have targeted band 2. In order to achieve band 2, students must score at least 70 (marks)
minimum and above.
To ensure that the entire school community worked together towards achieving the set goals, he
communicated the expectations to the students as well by explaining the ‘school band system’:
The score for Band 1 is around 90 to 100. Band 2, 80 to 90. So Band 3 now is 70 to 80, Band 4, 60 to 59.
Band 5, below that. They (the students) need to have at least 1 to 2 As. So we tell them (the students) if
they get only 50, (it) is not impressive.
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While talking to the members of the school community, it was apparent that not only were they
aware of the vision and goals for the school, but they had also internalized them as their own
personal goals. The administrator, for example, stated ‘Our target is Band 2; that is our challenge,’
while teacher Ina explained about improving academic achievement ‘ . . . then only we can go to
Band 2. That is a challenge for us.’ The goals were displayed prominently on display-boards at
several places within the school building and also appeared in the school’s printed materials for
advertising purposes and the website.
Improving curricular and co-curricular activities
With his background as the principal of a sports school in one of his previous assignments, and the
knowledge that ‘to get Band 2, it is the combination of academic achievement, environment and
sports achievement,’ Principal Arif has created a climate in the school that gives equal importance
to academic achievement and sports. He is ‘data-driven’ as he claims, and believes in analyses of
achievement data, identifying the growth areas and making improvement in a time-bound fashion.
He claims that ‘ . . . my decision must be based on the data. We cannot just talk . . . that is why we
should have data.’ His claims about being data driven are well supported by the administrator, who
says ‘He always has meetings with students and . . . he is alert about analyzing the data.’ It was
observed that Principal Arif’s office was full of documents that contain analysis of student
achievement data, which he uses regularly in meetings and individual discussions with teachers.
The school handbook also provided much meaningful information. The principal identifies low
achievers and, along with the teachers, formulates ways to improve achievement for individual
students. In some cases, he himself invites low-achieving students, as one student informs, ‘If
student has low marks, then the principal will call the student and ask politely why the student
couldn’t score more.’ Such sessions are more about identifying problem areas than reprimanding
students for low marks. Another student concurs, and adds that the principal has introduced a
number of programs such as ‘Permata’ (Diamond) Program,’ ‘Quality Program’ and ‘Harapan’
(Hope), both for low achievers and high achievers. The principal occasionally takes students
outside the school campus for academic retreats, where teachers conduct remedial programs for
low achievers and enrichment programs for those who are already doing well.
Most of the respondents are appreciative of his efforts for developing co-curricular activities.
Parent Noor likes his effort towards inter-school competition, while teacher Tom believes the
success in sports has been due to the fact that the principal focuses on one sport until students
become skillful and then moves on to the next. The principal himself attends many games in which
the students participate, which motivates them to do even better. The school already has won
several awards in netball and football. The principal has a collection of such trophies in his office
for display. These achievements also appear prominently in the school yearbook, website and other
printed materials. Teacher Sita is proud of the achievement and praises the principal for his
‘determination and motivation.’
Being friendly and approachable
Principal Arif claims that when he came to the school in 2012, he found that staff morale was low
and there was no teamwork among them. One of the teachers pointed out that the previous
principal was authoritative and the teachers were alienated. Principal Arif claims that he made a
conscious effort to be friendly and approachable, as he believes that ‘ . . . it is the first thing to make
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a successful school. I want us to have friendly and devoted relationship.’ He is aware of his strength
as a friendly person and is not hesitant to use it to ‘get work done.’ He explains ‘ . . . if I have close
relationship with teachers, it is easy to get work done and get cooperation from them.’ He is very
approachable and shows genuine concern about teachers, and the teachers believe that he really
cares about them.
The author’s personal experience with him confirms the principal’s friendly and approachable
nature. When the principal was first approached for the study, he immediately invited his senior
teachers and the administrator, who was a member of the leadership team, and discussed in detail
what the objectives of the study were and how the school could facilitate access to the researchers
without disturbing their normal work. He was welcoming in each of the subsequent visits, and was
never uncomfortable in providing his insights. Although modest in nature, the principal occasion-
ally displayed a sense of pride in his accomplishments which revealed his passion and determi-
nation for the job what he was doing. It was also observed that parents and staff members felt very
comfortable entering his office, and he always welcomed them with a cheerful smile.
Although principal Arif uses his great interpersonal skills to get work done, he also believes that
just being friendly will not get work done, since teachers will become ‘too casual.’ Hence, he keeps
reminding them about the ultimate goals and expects ‘teachers to be responsible to reach (achieve)
the educational philosophy (objectives).’ While the administrator finds him strict when it comes to
performance, he hastens to add that ‘He is strict but friendly.’ He extends individual support to
teachers who are in need, listens to their problems and goes out of his way to help them. One of the
teachers, Sita, claims that he has built a coalition with teachers through his friendly approach,
genuine concern and ‘give and take’ relationship. She explains:
He gives and takes. He is not that very demanding . . . he touches within the hearts of the workers and
colleagues, (and) they work for you . . . he appreciates, (and) I think that actually starts the whole
scenario, you know, people working hard for him . . . you know, the give and take attitude . . . the
appreciations that you (referring to the principal) give to them (the teachers).
Developing teachers and staff members
Upon his arrival, principal Arif found that the teachers were not keen on self-development and
hardly anyone pursued higher studies. They also did not work as a team and would interact within
their own small group of friends. He realized that unless teachers began cooperating with each
other as one unit and developing their knowledge and skills further, his goals of improving the
academic achievement would not be met. Thus, he focused on developing teachers first and made it
his topmost priority. He believes that teachers are his top priority because his focus on teachers will
indirectly benefit the students. He explains:
First priority is the teachers. We could shape any students; however, to achieve this, teachers’ com-
mitment is more important. If we have teachers that only mingled with their own groups and do not
want to be involved in any programs, it is not good.
Principal Arif’s core practice of constantly developing teachers comes to the fore in the way he
includes them in decision-making process, the way he encourages them to further their studies and
gain new knowledge, and by providing them with ample time for their personal growth. He makes
‘teachers feel good and appreciated,’ consults them in important matters and, as teacher Ina points
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out, encourages them to further their studies and gain new knowledge ‘ . . . so that we can do
something for our students.’ For those who further their studies, he provides flexible timings so
that they can attend their classes, complete assignments or attend exams. Upon inquiry, it was
found that nine teachers and staff members had furthered their studies, or are currently studying,
during the tenure of the current principal while, the number was significantly low, ‘hardly few’ as
one of the teachers puts it, prior to that, although the exact numbers were not available since no
such record is maintained by the school.
Creating a positive working environment
There is a strong connection between a positive working environment within a school and student
achievement (Hirsch, 2005). A positive school environment leads to teachers’ higher self-efficacy,
collective efficacy and job satisfaction, which are instrumental in improvements in achievement
(Leithwood, 2006). Most of the respondents were of the opinion that the working environment of
the school had become positive since the principal’s arrival. Teachers Sita and Ina reported that
three years ago the morale of teachers was abysmal, the school had discipline problems, and there
was hardly any collaboration among teachers. A new principal would have called for instant,
sweeping changes; however, principal Arif knew that change needed to be carried out gradually
and with the teachers on his side. Rooney (2013) recommends that changes are made gradually,
after giving time to understand the existing culture and gaining the trust of teachers. Principal Arif
deliberately worked on establishing good working relationships with the teachers first, without
adversely affecting the already negative school environment. He picked up one challenge at a time
and worked with the teachers, motivating them and constantly giving them reasons for carrying out
changes. Within a short span of time, the negativity subsided and the school started functioning as a
unit. The administrator believes that by making ‘teachers feel good and appreciated’ and by regular
‘information sharing’ and consultation with teachers on all important matters, ‘ . . . the working
environment becomes positive.’ Teachers also reflected similar sentiments. Coalition building and
involving stakeholders in the decision-making process has been identified as one of the core
leadership practices in a number of ISSPP studies (Gurr, 2015). Principal Arif invites parents for
consultation and allows ample opportunities for parents and teachers to work together. He consults
students from time to time, discusses academic and non-academic issues with them, analyzes exam
results and asks for their opinion on making improvements. He organizes events, field trips for
parents, teachers and students, separately for each group and occasionally together, where they
interact freely and come closer to each other. This brings the important stakeholders together and
creates cohesion between them. Thus, he has been successful in building a culture of mutual trust
and a positive work environment.
Collaborating with parents and the community
Principal Arif is a firm believer that to be a successful school, all stakeholders need to cooperate
and work together to achieve school goals. Since parents are the direct beneficiary of the services
provided by the school (Noman and Kaur, 2015) and their involvement is directly linked with
student achievement (Olsen and Fuller, 2008; Sheppard, 2009), they become an important element
for a school’s success. Three years ago, the school had no specific programs to involve parents and
the community in school matters. The respondents informed that parents were rarely consulted, the
PTA was non-functional and parents did not volunteer in school programs much. Things have
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improved since then. Teacher Ina claims that ‘He has a good rapport with the parents and he
engages them in consultation,’ while parent Sara compares the principal with his predecessor and
finds him more welcoming and approachable. While talking about the positive environment with
respect to parents’ involvement in the school, she says, ‘ . . . the last time, the parents are not very
welcome.’ Parent Noor is happy with the new cooperative culture in the school that has been
initiated by the principal: ‘ . . . we, teachers and parents, collaborate together, come and sit
together . . . and discuss issues related to academic or non-academic matters.’ Parent Noor also
appreciates the principal for providing ample opportunities for the community to come together
and help in activities, fund raising, social gatherings and other similar occasions. The principal has
developed excellent relationships with the Ministry of Education, the district office (PPD) and
even the Higher Education Leadership Academy, AKEPT. Principal Arif claims that he has
deliberately developed such a coalition since they help in his times of need: ‘ . . . they support . . . .in
term of teachers, and financially.’
Creating behavioral expectations and maintaining discipline
One of principal Arif’s biggest achievements is to improve discipline and establish clear beha-
vioral expectations for the students. While talking about the conditions three years ago, a student
stated that the school was known for indiscipline and the bad behavior of its students, rather than its
academic achievements. Attendance was too low and students did not like to come to the school.
‘The students went to the paddy fields, they went to catch fish, and they did not want to attend the
school,’ said the principal. However, as of now, there are few discipline problems in the school and
the attendance is close to 95% on an average day. Teachers check attendance every day and call the
parents and ask for reasons when someone is absent. Teachers and administrators take turns to
stand at the school gate and welcome students every day, with the principal himself joining from
time to time. He involves school prefects in marking attendance. He introduced a program ‘Pro-
gram Penyayang’ (Loving program) wherein students with perfect attendance are rewarded. He is
firm with discipline issues and has expelled students for recurring indiscretions. He calls himself
‘autocratic’ when it comes to disciplinary issues, although teacher Tom disagrees with him.
Parents and teachers both agree that by being strict and laying down clear behavioral expectations
with consequences, the principal has been able to establish discipline among students and
improved attendance significantly.
Discussion
Since the beginning of the ISSPP project in 2001, numerous studies have been conducted which
have overwhelmingly proven the role of context-based leadership practices for success. Leith-
wood et al. (2008), in a report based upon several studies, conclude that ‘Almost all successful
leaders draw on the same repertoire of basic leadership practices’ which can be grouped together
into four categories, which are building vision and setting direction; understanding and devel-
oping people; redesigning the organization; and managing the teaching and learning program. In
a cross-national comparison study of ISSPP findings conducted by Johnson et al. (2008), it was
found that although principals utilized Leithwood’s core practices for their study, they enacted
their practices by carefully considering their own unique, local contexts. The nature of leadership
itself was found to be different depending upon the larger national contexts. While Chinese
principals followed a more top-down model, the principals in Norway, Sweden and Finland
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emphasized upon a more collaborative setup, although the principals were still at the center of
the collaborative leadership team.
Sergiovanni (1990) believes that a clear vision that is shared by all brings in a commitment ‘that
bond them together in a common cause’ to achieve a common goal. Principal Arif confirms this
belief; in a way, he has been instrumental in building a common vision for the school and has
guided teachers in formulating measurable goals to give direction to their efforts towards success.
His practice of communicating a clear purpose and a sense of direction to the school community is
also corroborated by previous research (Day et al., 2000; Leithwood, 1992). He was able to clearly
articulate the vision to the members of the school community, and demonstrated strong commit-
ment through determination and consistent hard work. While being people-centered and friendly,
he also has high expectations of excellence from his staff.
By investing heavily in developing constructive and meaningful relationships with teachers,
students and stakeholders, principal Arif builds a strong coalition with them; a practice that has
been termed as a core leadership practice by Day and Leithwood (2007). He treats them with
respect and friendliness, and has created an open culture where each individual is allowed to voice
his or her opinion freely. He exhibits a real interest in lives and achievements of students and staff
members. Through his efforts, he has transformed the school into a caring community which helps
him develop a supportive environment in which teachers perform optimally (De Bruyn, 2007; Van
der Vyver et al., 2014). The principal is approachable, and the members of the staff feel comfor-
table in approaching him whenever they require. He believes that teachers are the key to improving
students’ achievement. His focus on teachers is in line with the significant amount of evidence that
establishes teachers as the single most important factor for academic achievement of students
(Darling-Hammond, 2000; Darling-Hammond et al., 2001, 2002; Ferguson, 1998; Goldhaber,
2002). A school principal who fulfills the social and emotional need of his staff members and
encourages them to grow professionally creates positivity in the school environment and its culture
(Fullan and Hargreaves, 1996; Leithwood, 1992).
Principal Arif was able to successfully revitalize the organization from a divided family to a
strong unit where cooperation and collaboration became routine, and transformed them from being
passive workers to a team of enthusiastic professionals by creating a conducive and positive
organizational culture. With the principal’s encouragement, teachers make a conscious effort
towards upgrading their skills, furthering their studies to develop themselves and their school.
He believes in arriving at decisions that are strongly based upon in-depth analysis of data, and
encourages his teachers to do the same. The principal’s practices are well supported by a recent
study by Marsh and Farrell (2015) who claim the benefits of the use of data in decision-making and
provide a framework for principals to involve teachers in data-driven decision making. Principal
Arif’s data-driven decision making is also supported by the findings of Abbott (2008) and
Anderson et al. (2010).
Principal Arif was instrumental in uplifting the academic achievement of the school through a
variety of actions, his personal qualities, determination and strategies. His actions are well sup-
ported by studies on the principal’s role in increasing academic achievement through a number of
strategies. For example, Johnson et al. (2008) found the principal in the US, where accountability is
high, brought in improvement by providing caring learning principles (Jacobson et al., 2005),
while passion was the key driver for the principals in England and Australia. A principal’s
accountability for academic achievement is high in Malaysian schools as well, which is evident
from the government’s policy of providing incentives for schools that have performed better and
punitive measures in terms of withdrawing extra monetary support for schools that do not show
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improvement. Principal Arif’s practices promote a strong focus on the academic achievement of
the students through building a strong coalition with the teachers, staff, parents and the community.
In fact, all of his seven core practices were primarily focused on teaching and learning activities,
not only for the students but for the teachers as well. His focus on creating a positive learning
environment for students and staff members is supported by strong empirical evidence (Gurr et al.,
2003; Jacobson et al., 2005; Leithwood and Jantzi, 2005). Leadership practices that led to
improved attendance, better discipline, enhanced staff motivation and collaboration, data-driven
decision making, and goal setting contributed tremendously towards increasing student
achievement.
In a comprehensive study conducted in 2010, Day et al. (2010) substantiated the claims made by
Leithwood et al. (2008) regarding core leadership practices while adding that instead of focusing
on any one leadership model, successful leaders drew from several leadership models and
employed similar strategies; however, ‘the combinations, sequence and timing of the approaches
varied according to their context.’ Hallinger’s model of school leadership emphasizes the devel-
opment of a clear vision for the school which is focused on students’ academic progress (Hallinger,
2004), while one of the greatest characteristics of a true transformational leader is to inspire his
followers to internalize the institutional goals as their own personal goals (Bass, 1985). Principal
Arif’s practices are excellent examples of both the leadership models. While on one hand, he
emphasizes the need of improved academic achievement, he also emerges as an inspirational
leader who inculcates professional values among his teachers. While the observational data reflect
the findings from the interviews, it was also apparent that the concept of shared leadership was at
its infancy. Most of the studies of successful school leaders’ practices indicate a strong streak of
shared leadership traits which, although present, in this case did not come out strongly. Most of the
major decisions were made at the discretion of the principal, who seems to be at the center of
everything. Perhaps with the improved school climate, principal Arif will gradually demonstrate
significant traits of a distributed leader as well.
Conclusion
While studying the core practices of a successful school leader in Malaysia and the enactment of
these practices in response to the unique school context, it can safely be concluded that the findings
are in line with similar studies conducted in other countries. The majority of the respondents
acknowledged the personal traits and the man-management skills of the principal as being pivotal
in bringing success to the school. It was notable from the findings that although there were seven
distinct core practices of the principal, the focus was always on managing teaching and learning
processes with the aim of improving the school ranking. Principals work in high-pressure situations
with even higher expectations for success, and they require adjustments and readjustments to
respond to the variety of external and internal expectations. They demonstrate strong personal
traits that include resilience, self-awareness and commitment in creating a positive learning envi-
ronment while being an excellent people-manager with a friendly and open approach. Principal
Arif demonstrated these traits through his practices.
Interest in studies of context-based leadership practices has gained momentum significantly in
both the Eastern and Western world, including Malaysia. Although this study was comprehensive,
it was still limited to the study of one successful school principal. Nonetheless, it provides some
important insights for school principals who may be encouraged to reflect upon their practices
based upon their own contextual environment and respond appropriately for them to be successful.
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West-Burnham (1997) advocates a perfect harmony between interpersonal traits of a school leader
and his skills in other dimensions of school leadership. A strong interpersonal character is required
to go along with leadership skills for sustainable leadership which is crucial for the well-being of a
school, especially for a school that was not doing so well just few years ago. Thus a strong
leadership program should include elements of both leadership skills and methods to enhance
interpersonal skills, particularly on the lines of one suggested by Stroud (2005), which advocates a
personalized training program for individual school leaders. This study can potentially encourage
more researchers to conduct similar studies within the country to enhance our knowledge on
successful school leadership and provide a meaningful perspective to existing studies. Since the
study claims that practices that work in one context might not work in the other, it has its limita-
tions. The school examined in this study was located in an urban city in a rural state of Malaysia.
Expanding the study both in number and type of school will make our findings more relevant and
fill the gaps in literature in terms of the contextual environment in which other schools function.
We are at a threshold where we are witnessing the divergence from the pursuit of an elusive
universal school leadership model and convergence of prevalent leadership models into studies of
contextual practices which are unique to each individual institution. The increasing number of
empirical studies in recent times exploring successful leadership practices is a sure sign of change
in the perception of how context-based leadership practices bring success, irrespective of what
model or models are employed.
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